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Jesus said, ".. the bread of God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." They said, "Sir, give us this bread always."
Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life." Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty."
o	John 6: 33-35
 
What is it that we are looking for when we come to worship? I’ve always suspected that many of us may come to church because Grandma is still whispering in our ear: "Don’t forget to go to church." But underneath Grandma’s whisper, we bring here some need, some longing, some hunger. It’s a hunger for more than food; it’s a longing to move beyond a dull, flat existence. It’s a longing for vitality, zest, and hope. It’s a longing to stop being so self-absorbed. It’s a longing to do something for somebody else. It’s a hunger to find a deeper connection to God. It’s a hunger to do God’s work --- compassion, peace and justice. We come to worship dragging all these longings with us.
In the face of all these needs and longings and expectations, it may seem ironic that what we are offered here is a morsel of bread and a taste of juice. How in the world can this tiny bit of food possibly bring you and me back to life, back in touch with God, back in touch with our call to do justice?
About two years ago a group of deacons met in the fellowship hall for a brief worship. Janet Moore was leading the service. The first thing she did was to give each of us a lump of dough. We sat at the table and rolled and shaped our dough into a small loaf. Then Janet collected each of our loaves and placed them on a large baking pan. She went back to the church kitchen to the oven, while we sang some hymns and read some Scriptures, and then she came back with pans full of baked bread right out of the oven. We sat there and ate the bread. That experience gave us a hands-on reminder of how bread is brought into being. It felt like a holy time, a sacred moment. As we ate the bread together, there was a genuine sense of community and communion among us. And we couldn’t help but think of Jesus, his disciples and the Last Supper. Likewise, this meal today ties us to memory. We are part of a story going back 2000 years to an upper room.
One day I asked a lapsed Episcopalian what he missed most since he had dropped out of church. He said, "Oh, sometimes I miss the people, but what I miss most is the Eucharist." 
Eucharist---people at a table, bread, wine, community. Eucharist: It is a word that means Communion or the Lord’s Supper. Eucharist means literally "thanksgiving," signifying that at this table we celebrate the church’s thanksgiving feast. We come to the table and remember Jesus and his first disciples gathered at a table.
If any of us Baptists dropped out of church (God forbid!), you or I might say that what we miss most is the people or the hymn singing or maybe even the preaching. But most of us would probably not say that what we miss most is Eucharist. 
But this morning I want to make the claim that Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, is THE central act of worship. It’s time for us low church Baptists to stop de-valuing this meal. Why? Because this taste of bread and wine pulls together everything significant in our faith. This Communion is the one action in the church that summarizes everything in the faith---God, Jesus, the gathered community, nurture, love, hope, simplicity, compassion, hospitality, blessing, grace, reconciliation, peace, and on and on. It’s all summed up at the table.
How could this meal embody all of these realities? Let’s back up to find some help from our John 6 text for today. After the feeding of the 5000 people, the crowds really started pursuing Jesus. Wherever he went, the people were right behind him. He got in a boat and went across the lake, but they followed him. And as soon as they found him, they had fresh in their minds that lavish meal of bread and fish for 5000 people. 
They quickly connected the feeding of the 5000 with their history---the manna that fed the Hebrew children in the wilderness. The people were expecting a Messiah, a new Moses, who would bring manna from heaven. But Jesus was quick to say that the One who sent manna in the wilderness was not Moses. This bread was from God. And now the people are wondering about Jesus: Is he, who just fed 5000 people, greater than Moses? Is he---could he be--the Messiah who brings the great gift of manna from God?
Then Jesus breaks the news about who he is. "The bread of God," he says as they listen intently, "…comes down from heaven and gives life to the world." Not just for a few but for the WORLD. The crowd said, "Give us this bread always." Then Jesus throws in the zinger: "I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty."
Jesus is saying that he is God’s bread. He is the manna from heaven. He is the Bread of Life. He is God’s gift of bread and drink. 
Some people found this hard to accept. How can a human be God’s bread? Jesus is the One sent from God. He is the one who relieves our hunger and quenches our thirst. He is the one who brings us life, abundant life. The two symbols that have come down to us, signifying this life, are bread and wine. So---when Jesus says he is the Bread of Life, he’s using a term that’s overflowing with meaning.
"Bread of Life." This is more than a poetic phrase. Bread sustains life. Without bread life cannot go on. So here is a physical meaning. But life is more than physical existence. Real life comes through a relationship with God that includes trust and love. This relationship with God is made possible through Jesus; he shows us the way to God. Jesus then is "the essential of life" (William Barclay). When we know Jesus, we know God through him. Then we can find rest. Then we can find life—over and over. As we come to this table, here we experience the presence of Jesus again and again.
How do we know this? Look at who Jesus was. He was a person whose presence filled the room. When he entered the room, people woke up. The life force awakened. When Jesus left the room, the life force died down. That’s why people said, "Give me Jesus. Give us the Bread of Life."
Bread of Life. The phrase spells out nurture. When we eat this bread, in the presence of others, we find nurture, nurture, nurture. Here we receive God’s goodness; we receive God’s grace. As we found out that night in the church fellowship hall, eating freshly baked bread, here we found nurture and community – with Christ in our midst.
When we eat bread, we usually eat it together. It takes a group. We don’t eat alone. We are part of a gathered community--companions. That word "companion" comes from Latin: com- panos, "with bread." Companions share bread. We belong to one another. We are linked as God’s people. We share bread and life.
Sometimes so many things happen at Communion that we have trouble taking it all in. One Sunday in my former church in Atlanta, after we had received Eucharist, Gary Gunderson wrote this poem:
There we were
in sundry woundedness
come to the family table
of grape juice and bread bits
to taste the news that human is enough.
I and a well-bound we.
I carried the blood
and helped mark the path
for our ragged group.
And I tasted, too,









It was enough. (Gary Gunderson, 1982)
 
Once when I visited an Episcopal Church, I found myself drawn not to the sermon, but to the various symbolic actions. Here was a young boy carrying the Bible eye level, a teen age girl carrying the cross, and then an old priest standing at the altar, his back to all of us, as he broke the bread and poured the wine. He was getting ready to serve us Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper. He was facing the altar, like facing the kitchen sink or stove, preparing the meal. With his tousled graying hair, and his robe like an apron, he seemed like Mama or Papa to me, chopping and slicing and mixing and pouring—getting the meal ready so all of us children could have the love and nurture we needed. I intently watched the actions, and I found tears dropping down my face. Why tears? Because everything important about our faith was happening right there.
When I received the bread and wine that day, I was filled with gladness.
I left feeling strong and tender at the same time. 
The bread we eat at the Lord’s Table is not just for me. It’s the Bread of Life for everyone. It’s compassion and justice and hope for the WORLD.
The question is: How can you and I, fed and nourished, carry this life-giving energy to those who need it? In essence we invite those we meet to eat and drink, and receive nothing less than abundant life.
Sing: Eat this bread, drink this cup, come to me and never be hungry.
Eat this bread, drink this cup, trust in me and you will not thirst.
ALL SING this Taize chant.
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